Introduction
While earning a Graduate Certificate in Archives and Special Collections through The University of Southern Mississippi, a practicum at an archive or special collection was required. This obligation was fulfilled at the Billups-Garth Archives in the Local History Room of the Columbus-Lowndes Public Library in Columbus, Mississippi, during the spring of 2012. As part of the practicum requirements, archival collections were processed and research was conducted to document the context and history of a specific collection that is the focus of this study.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to document the content and history of a previously unprocessed collection of archival materials, the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger, dated 1841 -1845. There was no background information available other than the title and approximate dates.
Research Questions
R1. What was the mission of the collection? R2. What was contained in the collection and how was it organized? R3. What was newly discovered about the background and history of the collection? R4. What was the result of processing the collection?
Limitations and Assumptions of the Study
This study was limited to a specific collection that was assigned by the on-site practicum supervisor, Archivist Mona K. Vance. In addition, related scholarly literature was researched, based upon evidence learned from processing the collection. It was assumed that the information provided by these resources was accurate.
Importance of the Study
The importance of the research on the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger 1841 -1845 was that it focused on discovering the history and location of the store and on its connection to local history. This was central to the mission of the Billups-Garth Archives, which was to collect and preserve local history, specifically of Columbus and Lowndes County. If the collection was found to fit within the scope of the mission of the Archives, then it would be made accessible to patrons in a form of a finding aid that could be useful to researchers of local history (Brasher, 2008) .
Literature Review
Triangulation is a qualitative research methodology of researching, gathering, and compiling multiple sources then cross-checking data to achieve greater accuracy. In Becoming Qualitative Researchers, Glesne and Peshkin (1992) portrayed triangulation as using multiple sources, as well as methods, of data collection, to accomplish the goal of validity in findings.
Determining appropriate combinations of sources and methods indicated an increased depth in the quality of the results. Glesne and Peshkin also noted that "…three data-gathering techniques dominate in qualitative inquiry: observation, interviewing, and document collection" (1992, pp. 47 -48).
In an American Archivist article published in 1951, Charles W. Porter, III stated,
The only safe course for those who would preserve or restore historic sites and buildings is to utilize a variety of historical source materials in pursuit of the real facts. The search leads through the source materials frequently utilized by historians to documentary sources in surprising places, not touched by the hands of historians for many decades, or perhaps never utilized by the historian before (p. 202).
Porter emphasized that researchers must be precise and educated in accurate methods, which were unbiased, while using primary sources and even artifacts from the site as documents. Studying the history of transportation in an area was also mentioned as a way to discover facts about a particular place. The beginning of a new approach of "techniques" to accurately proceed with historical research for sites or buildings was noted as the Williamsburg project at Yorktown, in the early 1930s. At that time, the National Park Service initiated policies to ensure sound analyses of historical facts about sites, buildings, or events (Porter, 1951 The idea of validity in research is paramount in results that are considered to be correct and sustainable by the data discovered during the study. Several triangulation types were discussed in this article. Among the types useful for the study of documentation of content and history were data triangulation and theory triangulation. In data triangulation, validity was enhanced through the study of multiple resources. In a similar fashion, theory triangulation used various "perspectives" from different areas of expertise to increase validity by observing if the data were construed as comparable to each other (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2002) .
The literature study revealed that potential problems with triangulation included time factors, preconceived ideas, or a lack of resources. The advantages of triangulation included the ability to understand the questions that needed to be answered and the increased validity of the study's findings. The Florida State University article concluded with a quote attributed to an article by Veronica Thurmond (2001, p. 254), which stated: "The benefits of triangulation include 'increasing confidence in research data, creating innovative ways of understanding a phenomenon, revealing unique findings, challenging or integrating theories, and providing a clearer understanding of the problem" (Guion, et al., 2002 This was incorporating data triangulation with multiple sources of data. Using multiple types of triangulation further increased the "trustworthiness" of data.
Additionally, Merriam notes that there is another "postmodern perspective" in which one actually uses more than three sources of data referred to in the triangulation research method. The term for this more faceted approach is "crystallize", instead of "triangulate." This is in contrast to the "interpretiveconstructivist" point of view evident in the triangulation method discussed by Merriam. The crystallization of data sources is represented through reflection and refraction, and thus the way research about something is approached (2009, p. 215 -216). In addition, he said there were two motivations that drive this type of research. Coincidences were involved in the first one, with a mixture of newlydiscovered information and understanding connections that were revealed in the process. The second stimulus in "curiosity-driven research" was the possibilities that were opened in disciplines other than archaeology (Darvill, 2007, p. 439) .
Methodology

Methodology: Organization of details about the case
There were few details initially available about the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger 1841-1845. The descriptive title was given by the name of the ledger, which was derived from the text within the ledger pages. Both the location of the store and the donor of the pages were unknown. The collection was found during an inventory at the Billups-Garth Archives at the Columbus-Lowndes Public Library, in Columbus, Mississippi. The compilation consisted of at least 457 legal-sized pages, which were photocopies from the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger, with inclusive dates of 1841 -1845.
The archival collection content was documented one page at a time, by starting at the first page and handwriting each entry of a significant word or name found on the page into a notebook. This process was continued in the notebook for the first fourteen pages of the Ledger, while noting when a page number changed. The purpose of handwriting the first few pages was to become accustomed to the style of lettering and to practice some of the letters for assistance in recognizing the forms more easily. A magnifying glass was used for the majority of the work, due to the smallness and lightness of the print, and the unfamiliar types of lettering used in early American handwriting.
A helpful resource by Kip Sperry, titled Reading Early American Handwriting, was found to verify some of the letter forms (1998). Alphabets, letter forms, term definitions, and abbreviations used in 19 th century handwriting were illustrated in Sperry's book. An example of the difference in letter forms was noted in the surname "Holderness", which written in the Ledger, looked like it was spelled "Holdernefs." The letter that looked like a cursive "f" was actually indicating that the name ended in a double "s", as shown in figure 2 (Ballard, 2012) . The pages were already in numerical order, with pages numbered. In some instances, a page number was not visible, and a page number was added within brackets.
Some pages were mis-numbered, missing, or duplicated. These were noted in brackets and renumbered with a numeral and the letter a, b, or c. If an entry was illegible, a note with a question mark [?] was added in brackets after the letter or word in the Excel file. Additional writing next to entries was indicated with a note added in brackets. Differing forms of names or entries found on additional pages were added in brackets in the file for additional reference. Most abbreviations were spelled out in brackets following the entries in the Excel file. The pages were divided and placed into six archival folders, which were then placed within one archival folder box (Ballard, 2012) .
Following the initial handwritten entries into the notebook, a laptop computer was then used to start an Excel file to enter the words or names found on each page. Two columns were used, with the words and names on the left side and the associated page numbers on the right side. Proper names were written as Last Name, First Name, Middle Initial, and Prefix. Other words or notations were added beside the name, and within brackets. Subsequent to entering all readable names and corresponding page numbers into an Excel file, the names were sorted into alphabetical order. These names were combined, along with the associated page numbers, and entered into Excel (Ballard, 2012 ).
An important lesson learned was the necessity to have the original Excel file saved, as well as a working version saved under a different name. When mistakes were made, the original file was consulted for accuracy in corrections. The most common mistakes were Excel file cells not being deleted across both columns, which lead to incorrect page numbers associated with names. The Ledger was frequently checked against the Excel file for precision in names and page numbers. Likewise, the folders containing the ledger pages were referred to, for comparison of data exactness (Ballard, 2012) .
Once the names and page numbers were combined, the Excel file was printed. The new printing was used to write cross-references, and then to transfer the data to the computer file. For example: "Aiken & Brown" was also indicated as having a crossreference of "see also Brown, Aiken &," which was then entered again as "Brown, Aiken &." At this point, other archival indexes used as finding aids were consulted for consistent ways to index names. In addition to observing the treatment of names in other indexes, several books were consulted, which included: Indexing Names, edited by Noeline Bridge; Indexing Specialties: History, edited by Margie Towery; Inside Indexing: The Decision-Making Process, by Sherry L Smith and Kari Kells; and Genealogy and Indexing, edited by Kathleen Spaltro (Ballard, 2012) .
Methodology: Categorization of Data
During the process of extracting the data from the copies of the Mercantile Ledger pages and entering it into the Excel file, obvious areas of categories were evident. The retrievable information from the Ledger was gathered and sorted alphabetically, with accompanying page numbers in the Excel file. Next, the file was printed for further inspection and accuracy-checking. General subjects for the categories were searched and marked for grouping. These were labeled as category designations and added to lists for inclusion into the finding aid that would be produced by the processing, indexing, and researching of the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger. The category names included the following: Account, Company, Doctor, Location, Military, Miscellaneous, and Security or Agent, as shown in Appendix A.
Methodology: Interpretation of Single Instances
The most important single instance of data discovered in relation to the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger 1841 -1845 was finding a library card holding the identity of the location of the Smith Wright Mercantile Store and the name of the donor of the collection. On March 22, 2012, while inserting the six Ledger folders into the box, an old card from a library card catalog was discovered laying face-down between the folds of the box. When the card was picked up and turned over, there was information, hand-written on the other side, which gave the location of the Store (Plymouth, Mississippi) and the name (William E. Prout) of the donor of the collection. This information was immensely valuable in leading to multiple discoveries of resources that were used to triangulate and verify the data extracted from the Ledger.
There was also a historical marker near the former town of Plymouth, as shown in Figure 3 Tradition also makes the fort a base of operations for General Andrew Jackson in his campaign against the Creek Indians.
After the Indian land Cession opened the west bank of the Tombigbee River to settlement Plymouth became an important cotton storage and shipping center, chiefly because of a shallow ford in the river nearby. The town was incorporated in 1836 but the low ground at the mouth of Tibbee Creek proved so unhealthful that the planters moved back to their plantations and Plymouth became extinct (Brieger, 1980 , p. 317). 
Methodology: Identification of Patterns
As the data from the Ledger were compiled, patterns emerged as a result of information gained from related sources. These themes were closely related to the categories developed from the data, which included the following, as shown in Appendix A: "Account, Company, Doctor, Location, Military, Miscellaneous, and Security or Agent." The Mercantile Store Ledger naturally had a theme of early American bookkeeping and accounting, which required additional research to understand. This became evident when compiling categories of subjects found within the Ledger. The list of names of "Doctors" was surprisingly long. When researching early accounting methods, which were handwritten, it was noticed that the terms "Debit" and "Credit" were sometimes written as "Dr." and "Cr." Verification required going to each page number in the Ledger that the "Dr." designations had been recorded, until all were identified as Doctor (Dr.) or Debit (Dr.).
While researching other sources related to Mr. Prout, the donor of the Ledger copy, another local historian, Rufus Ward, was frequently cited. Mr. Ward knew of Mr. Prout's death and of his surviving son. Mr. Ward also had recently published a book about steamboats on the Tombigbee River-The Tombigbee River Steamboats: Rollodores, Dead Heads, and SideWheelers. This publication noted that Plymouth Bluff was an important landing for steamboats on the Little Tombigbee River. A photograph of Plymouth was also in the book. While looking through this resource, a name was noticed that was very similar to one in the Ledger that made no logical sense. The name in the Ledger was written as "Lallahroohk" (see Figure 4) , whereas the same name was written as "Lallah Roohk" in Rufus Ward's book, which was described as a "156-ton stern-wheeler built in 1838; 900-bale capacity or higher; Upper Tombigbee trade, 1839-42; abandoned 1847" (2010, p. 173). This correlation implied that all of the military designations in the Ledger were not necessarily related to the Civil War, but some were names of steamboat captains or admirals (Ward, 2010, p. 173 ). 
Methodology: Synthesis and Generalizations
Although this study began with the simple creation of a finding aid for an eighteenth-century Mercantile Store Ledger from an unknown location and donor, it developed to incorporate multiple related resources of data. The purpose of this study was to document the content and history of a previously unprocessed collection of archival materials. This mission was successful due to the qualitative research construction that was followed. The research strategy of triangulation as the primary method of gathering data for this case study was very productive. In addition, triangulation and crystallization of the research results proved capable of supporting the reliability of the findings.
Results
Research Questions: R1. What was the mission of the collection?
The study of the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger 1841 -1845 was focused on discovering where the store was located and its connection to the history of the local area. The plan to index the contents of the collection was the impetus for the discovery of new information, which led to the breakthrough of learning the location of the Mercantile Store and the donor of the Ledger. The original location of the Mercantile Store was within a few miles of Columbus, Mississippi. Research Questions: R4. What was the result of processing the collection? All of the research questions were answered as a result of processing the collection. Discovering the location of the Smith Wright Mercantile Store and the name of the collection donor were the high points of processing the collection. If the one card in the bottom of the folder box had not been found, or if had been discarded, the outcome would have been less successful. This information was the key to unlocking many of the unknown elements in the collection of Ledger pages. The information provided multiple cross-references to resources, which validated the data.
Discussion
The study of the Mercantile Store Ledger was successful, with the application of the research method of triangulation that was discussed in the Literature Review. Validity of findings was a goal that was accomplished through observation, personal communication, and the discovery of related documents (Glesne and Peshkin). The resource from Porter emphasized the study of transportation in an area. The transportation that took place in Plymouth, which was located on the Tombigbee River, was an integral part of finding information related to the Mercantile Store, such as publications about steamboats on the river. The study of the Ledger demonstrated that knowledge about a locale could help to answer questions and lead to more reliable interpretations.
Archaeology was frequently involved in the Literature Review, as it was in resources related to the Mercantile Store and its location at an important geographical site in the early 1800's. Darvill's "frameworks for archaeology" revealed what he termed "curiosity-driven research" (2007, p. 439), which seems closely related to the path of the Ledger study. Inquisitiveness about new discoveries and the connections that are formed as a result lead to findings that were fascinating.
It was remarkable that credit ledgers in the article about the Baker Library at Harvard were the most used of the entire collection. Also, a trend was seen there which indicated that multiple disciplines used the ledgers from the 1800s for research. Another interesting observation was Gilliland-Swetland's suggestion of a graduate certificate, with an applied research project, for a new emphasis in research education for archival students.
In conclusion, as a result of the study of the Smith Wright Mercantile Store Ledger 1841 -1845, a previously unknown archive collection which concerned the local history of an area was made available for further research. Considerable gains about the body of knowledge surrounding the Ledger were made. The content and history of the collection were adequately documented and validated with the research method of triangulation. The process and importance of indexing in archives was learned and could be shared with others.
